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Introduction

Francis Poulenc was a fraud, a serial plagiarist and one who didn’t have an original idea
in his repertoire, or so critics of his time would have you believe. Ned Rorem wrote in LIES: A
Diary, 1986-1999, “Poulenc never penned an original note: every measure can be traced to
Chopin, or Mussorgsky, or Ravel, or Stravinsky, or even Fauré whom he reviled…” (Rorem,
“Monologue” 15).
Many of his friends defended his compositions. Even composers from whom he
allegedly stole material stood up for him. For instance, Jean Cocteau defending Poulenc’s
methods, “An original artist cannot copy. Thus he has only to copy to be original” (Cocteau 34).
Poulenc doesn’t deny this borrowing. Poulenc responded to this criticism in a 1954
interview with French musicologist José Bruyr:
“Whom shall I imitate to be original?" seems as silly to me as "How, in order to
be original, can I avoid imitating anyone?" I wish to be able to employ at will a
chord of Wagner, Debussy, Schumann, or even of Franck if it more clearly
expresses the nuance that I wish to render. When I had composed the recitatives
for La Colombe "in the manner of Gounod," Stravinsky said to me: “Nothing is
more Poulenc than these recitatives” (Daniel 5).
Why does the opinion that Poulenc was a musical hack and a fraud continue to be
discussed today? To get to the bottom of this, we need to look at the evidence available and
find proof to back up these claims. In the predominant research on Poulenc, many scholars
3

mention musical themes and quotations linked to other composers, but most of these claims
aren’t backed up with specific examples or score studies. Therefore, in this paper, I will attempt
to trace the “crime” to its source.
In the early 1900s, the lack of phonographs in homes made obtaining and playing from
scores the only way to “listen” to a new work. If one enjoyed a piece, he would go out the next
day and obtain the score. When Poulenc was in his 40s, he wrote:
Around the age of twenty, I was wild about Stravinsky’s music. Many of my
earliest works serve witness to this passionate veneration; it was a natural
influence since, at that time, I would often play the overture to Mavra or the
finale of Pulcinella more than twenty times on a given day… (Daniel 96).
Here again, Poulenc is open about the influence Stravinsky had on his early
compositions. Is he leading us to the logical study to discover undeniable proof of his
borrowing? Certainly there are many composers that he ostensibly imitated, but it makes sense
to pick one with a unique style that should be easily found in Poulenc’s early works as well as
being easily distinguished from other composers of the time. As a formidable newcomer to the
Parisian scene of the early 1900s, Stravinsky introduced Parisian listeners (including Poulenc) to
Le Sacre du printemps in 1913:
“I got a hold of the music very quickly after [hearing Le Sacre du printemps] …
because at that time there were no gramophone records unfortunately, and
four-handed arrangements, as well as music for two pianos, provided the only
way to remember things” (Poulenc, “Friends” 136).
4

At seventeen, Poulenc had his first encounter with Stravinsky. Clearly, it left an
impression on the young Poulenc.
I saw him [Stravinsky] in 1916, when, for the first time during the war, he came
back from Switzerland. I met him quite by chance at my publisher’s, and when I
saw him come in I thought it was God Himself making an entrance. Really! By a
remarkable bit of luck I had the four-handed arrangement of Petroushka with me
and I asked him to write a few words in it. That was the first contact I had with
him (Poulenc, “Friends” 137).
In this paper, I will attempt to show Poulenc’s possible borrowing of harmonies,
thematic material, styles and rhythms in his first published musical work, Rapsodie nègre. I will
delve into one of Stravinsky’s earliest scores that Poulenc himself confesses he had under his
arm at their 1916 meeting, Petroushka (for Four Hand Piano).
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Background

In order to progress on our hunt for musical thievery, we need to understand the
musical background and training that led to Poulenc’s early compositions. Which works did he
hear during his impressionable years? Where did he get access to the music of Stravinsky and
how can we determine whether he was influenced?
In the early 1900s, Paris was the music capitol of Europe. It was filled with the music of
Debussy and the evolving late romanticism that was flourishing throughout Europe.
Furthermore, the music of Satie was creating an alternative aesthetic in the region. Satie’s
return to simplicity created a rival movement through the early twentieth century. Branching
away from music characterized by complex structures, intellectual themes and virtuosic
compositions was also influenced by the emergence of the middle class in Paris. The new
appearance of pianos and other musical instruments in the homes of the middle class created a
need for more accessible music suitable for amateur pianists and home concerts. During WWI,
many orchestras were reduced to chamber ensembles creating a need for more chamber works
as well.
Enter Francis Poulenc. Born January 7, 1899 to Émile and Jean Royer Poulenc, in Paris.
Émile was the primary influence for his educational background, and Jean, his early exposure to
music. Émile played his part in musical introductions too as he and Francis would attend the
first nights at the Opéra or Opéra-Comique (Bernac 21). Although Émile loved music, especially
that of Beethoven, Berlioz and Franck, he insisted his son attend a typical French school in the
hope that Francis would one day take over the family business. Rhône-Poulenc, the chemical
6

company his father worked into prominence with brother, Camille, provided the financial
security and upper Parisian-class environment Francis enjoyed throughout his life. Although
Francis owed his exposure to music premieres and culture to his father, his mother was his
greatest ally in musical education. She shared Poulenc’s wish that he attend the Paris
Conservatoire, due to her own involvement in Poulenc’s musical education as his first piano
teacher at age five. As an accomplished amateur pianist, she introduced him to the music of
Schubert, Chopin and Scarlatti before passing his music education at age eight to Mademoiselle
Melon, an assistant of Cécile Boutet, niece of César Franck. At age fifteen, he was easily playing
works of Schoenburg (Schmidt 9).
He continued with Boutet until 1914, when his mother introduced him to another
teacher, Ricardo Viñes. Viñes was a contemporary pianist performing the works of Debussy,
Ravel and de Falla. His technical skill inspired Poulenc to learn the works of these
contemporaries. Poulenc repeated incessantly that he owed everything he knew about piano
pedagogy to Viñes. Viñes did more than teach piano. He saw in Poulenc a budding composer
and made introductions for Poulenc to Erik Satie and Georges Auric (Ivry 19).
In his seventeenth year (1916), Poulenc reached out to Stravinsky for the first time:
I’m making an investigation among modern musicians to determine “what they
think of Franck.” D’Indy, Debussy, Dukas, Satie, and Saint-Saёns have already
been so kind as to give me their views. Thanks to my friend Jean-Paul Boulard,
who has often spoken to me about you, I learned that you are accessible to
those of us who flounder about in uncertainty, so I dare to hope that my timid
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request will not remain unanswered. In the meantime, very dear sir, I beg of you
to accept my thanks in anticipation, along with the homage of my immense
admiration (Stravinsky, “Stravinsky, Selected Correspondence” 198).
It was later divulged that Poulenc wrote to many composers to obtain their signatures.
However, he received no response from Stravinsky to this particular letter.
During Poulenc’s later formative years, World War I was rampaging Europe, and his
family life was also impacted by personal events. Francis’ father died in 1917, two years after
his mother (Ivry 22). Orphaned, he went to live with his older sister Jeanne in Paris. In
September of 1917, as a result of his newfound freedom, Poulenc began composing more and
decided to apply for admission to the Paris Conservatoire. In a letter to Viñes, he wrote:
I passed him [Paul Vidal, distinguished teacher of composition] the manuscript of
my Rapsodie nègre. [Vidal] read it attentively, furrowed his brow, rolled furious
eyes on seeing the dedication to Erik Satie, stood up, and screamed precisely this
at me: ‘Your work stinks, it’s inept, infamous balls … Ah! I see you’re a follower
of the Stravinsky and Satie gang. Well goodbye!’, almost throwing me out the
door (Ivry 23, 1996).
Poulenc was banned from the Conservatoire. This was a large blow to his hopes and
aspirations and forced Poulenc to look to others for support. Satie replied with, “Laugh about it,
old boy” (Ivry 23, 1996). It was through these associations that he became linked to “Les Six.”
The group of six composers deemed “Les Six” after being compared to the “Russian
Five” in a critical article by Henri Collet (1920) written after one of their informal composition
8

recitals, were brought together by Jean Cocteau and Satie. Les Six, comprised of Darius
Milhaud, Arthur Honegger, Georges Auric, Louis Durey, and Germaine Tailleferre, were not
linked together by any particular style or movement but nevertheless found comfort and
support through collaboration. Although the group was not actually a school, they all reacted in
one way or another against the modernist aesthetic of formal intellectual music. They were an
informal association of French composers who sought to divorce both Impressionism and
Germanicism from French music and create a blend of Stravinsky, Satie, and popular forms. In
art, they allied themselves with Cubism. In literature, they partnered with the French surrealists
Cocteau, Eluard, and Apollinaire. Primarily, their association granted them access to Parisian
music halls and shared billing on programs. Poulenc himself wrote: Les Six "...only had to be
linked together as a team several times for a critic needing a slogan to baptize the French "Les
Six", on the model of the famous "Five" Russian composers. We had never had any common
aesthetic and our musical styles have always been dissimilar" (Poulenc, “My Friends” 42).
Poulenc published his first work, Rapsodie nègre in 1917. The inaugural performance
was given on December 11, 1917 at an afternoon concert at the Theatre du Vieux-Colombier
(Schmidt 44). There was a small hitch in the performance as Poulenc recalls in “My Friends and
Myself”:
At the last minute the singer threw in the towel, saying it was too stupid and that
he didn’t want to be taken for a fool. Quite unexpectedly, masked by a big music
stand, I had to sing that interlude myself. Since I was already in uniform, you can
imagine the unusual effect produced by a soldier bawling out songs in pseudoMalagasy! (50)
9

Poulenc entered into military service near the end of WWI in 1918. He was devastated
to be pulled away from Paris. During his initial service, he was stationed in the countryside near
Châlons-sur-Marne in a building with no windows or doors, yet alone a piano. He spent most of
his time writing home to his circle of friends complaining about the living conditions. After a
move closer to Paris, he finished his service in a Parisian suburb (complete with piano) and
continued to compose through the end of the war, and his return home (Schmidt 52).
With this background information, we now understand that Poulenc grew up in Paris.
He was an amateur pianist with eclectic taste influenced by many teachers, but received no
formal compositional training. He attended many Paris premieres of music, and acquired fourhand piano scores of many of the works he heard. These scores included several
Stravinsky works: Petrouchka, Le Sacre du printemps, Pulcinella and Mavra. He was encouraged
to compose by Viñes, and applied unsuccessfully for admission to the Paris Conservatoire.
However, he continued to pursue the life of a composer, in his own way.
Based on the premieres of Stravinsky’s works in Paris, we can now start to assemble the
timeline of Stravinskian influence on Poulenc’s compositions. From Figure 1, we can infer that
Rapsodie nègre (1917) may contain borrowings from Petrouchka and Le Sacre du printemps.
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The Search for Modeling

Keith Daniel divides Poulenc’s compositions into three periods. He calls his first period
the Fauve period, 1917-1922, an avant-garde movement breaking with Impressionism and
other popular styles of the time. He describes Poulenc’s first period being heavily influenced by
Satie utilizing compositional elements such as diatonic melodies, repetitive chordal
accompaniment, the use of modality and ostinato, and popular atmospheres like the circus, the
fair, the café-concert, and the music hall. Daniel goes on to describe Stravinsky’s influence as
secondary in this first period, and describes a second period from 1923-1935 where the
influence is more apparent. Daniel also says “though isolated Stravinsky influences can be
detected in some of Poulenc’s “earliest works” (Sonata for Piano, Four Hands and Sonata for
Two Clarinets), it seems that he was most affected by Stravinsky’s neoclassic works of the 1920s
and 1930s” (95-96). Perhaps Daniel is referring to a mature use of neoclassicism as a
compositional style vs. the modeling and borrowing of material in works. Stravinsky’s influence
could be more apparent later, but the borrowing is more blatant in earlier works (i.e. before he
sought out compositional training from Charles Koechlin).
In 1919, Poulenc authored the inaugural advertisement for his first five publications
(Trois mouvements perpétuals, Sonata for Piano, Four Hands, Sonata for Two Clarinets,
Cocardes, and Rapsodie nègre). “The Rapsodie nègre was written in the spring of 1917, under
the influence of Stravinsky. It is emphatically not meant as a work of the “picturesque” order,
but as an essay of free melody, and of reaction against what the composer calls ‘Impressionist
snow’ …” (“The Chesterian” 58-9). Based on Poulenc’s self-admission of the influence of
12

I.

Tone Clusters

Poulenc uses tone clusters in several movements of Rapsodie nègre. This dissonant
technique was not pioneered by Stravinsky, but Petroushhka and certainly Le Sacre du
printemps brought new forms of dissonance to Europe. The tone clusters in the example below
appear in measure 28 on the 3rd and 4th beats. Poulenc employs three tone clusters (marked
with an “x” below in an ascending pattern: A-B-C-D-Eb, C-D-E-F#, then finally C-E-F#-A-B.
Example 2. Rapsodie nègre - I. Prélude, mm. 25-28 (piano)

In the next example, Poulenc has a repeating ostinato in measures 60-62, then
compresses the ostinato into a tone cluster in measure 63 of C#-D#-E-F#-G#-A#. The eighthnote figure decelerates to quarter-note time. In the 1933 reprint of Rapsodie nègre, Poulenc
corrected some notes like the C# show below.
Example 3. Rapsodie nègre - IV. Pastorale, mm. 60-66 (piano)
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Example 4 shows the final chord of the piece. Poulenc ends “Finale” with a tone cluster
of C-D-Eb-Gb- G#/Ab- A-B. In the 1933 reprint, he clarifies the cluster as C-D-Eb-F#-G#-A-B
(removing the enharmonic Ab as well as using enharmonic F# instead of Gb).
Example 4. Rapsodie nègre - V. Finale, mm. 93-95

Do any of these examples look exactly like the Petroushka chord, or other chords from
Stravinsky’s works? While there are some tritones in common,and some of the sounds are
similar, Poulenc does not appear to have stolen the Petroushka chord in the form of a tone
cluster.
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II.

Pentatonic Scales

Poulenc uses a number of pentatonic scales in Rapsodie nègre. In the Pastorale, he
employs two melodic lines using the same scale in contrary motion. In the piano L.H. and cello
notice the descending pentatonic line, while in the piano R.H. and the violin, the same scale is
used in an upward line.
Example 5. Rapsodie nègre - IV. Pastorale, mm. 18-25

In Ronde, he also uses a melody based on a pentatonic scale in the flute and violins
while the piano and cello play a repeating ostinato figure. Poulenc also employs bitonality here
with a different key signature in the piano left and right hands.
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Example 6. Rapsodie nègre - II. Ronde, mm. 16-20

Does Poulenc use the same pentatonic melody from Petroushka? Both the chord and
melody are different in all cases, but there is a familiar M2 interval (see Example 5) at the end
of some of the phrases that are very similar to Danse Russe (below). Notice in the melodic line
the interval from B-A-B. It sounds similar to the effect in Pastorale G#-F#-G# interval. Poulenc’s
first movement, Prélude, also has this familiar quality in the G-F-G interval in the first measure.
Although there are some similar sounds between the pieces, the technique was borrowed, but
not the actual melodic material.
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Example 7. Petroushka, Danse Russe (1910) (strings omitted), mm. 1-4
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III.

Ostinato

Poulenc uses ostinato patterns in all the movements of Rapsodie nègre. The
characteristics of a Stravinsky ostinato to match are 1) non-developing ostinati, 2) rapidly
changing ostinati (like the first tableau of Petroushka), or 3) carrying an ostinato over the bar
line. Taruskin includes a quote from Eric Cross highlighting Stravinsky’s rhythmic originality in
Petroushka:
… for it marks the first time that folklorism and modernism coincided in
Stravinsky’s music. The quality of the rhythmic periods here – static, additive,
nondeveloping ostinato of variable length that continually break off and start up
again – is unprecedented in Russian art music. It is instantly recognizable as
Stravinskian: it is, in fact, one of his trademarks, and one of his most influential
innovations (713).
With only one exception in the Ronde, all of Poulenc’s ostinato are non-developing. He
doesn’t use the rapidly changing ostinati technique. He does carry ostinato patterns over the
bar line in the Final movement of Rapsodie nègre in measures 61 and 62.
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Example 8. Rapsodie nègre - V. Final, mm. 56-62

The example looks similar to Le Sacre du printemps, “Jeu du Rapt” in violin 1 but the
ostinato structure, time signature and chords are different.

20

Example 9. Le Sacre du printemps - Jeu du Rapt, Rehearsal 40

In the second movement, Poulenc uses a rhythmic ostinato pattern. He develops the
ostinato (an oddity for Rapsodie nègre) from an 8-beat ostinato, down to a 6-beat then finally
“4-beat” phrase as shown in Example 10. He then introduces the offbeat pizzicato pulse in the
cello line. This drum-like pulse is reminiscent of Le Sacre du printemps: “Danses Des
Adolescentes.”

21

Example 10. Rapsodie nègre - II. Ronde, mm. 1-10

The ostinato pattern at the beginning of the Ronde movement looks a lot like “La
Querelle Du Maure Avec Petrouchka.” The frantic battle scene from Petroushka feels similar to
Poulenc’s Ronde which is equally frantic with its changing meter and “primitive” drum pulse.
22

Example 11. Petroushka, Tableau 3, “La Querelle Du Maure Avec Petrouchka”, mm. 1-6

Once again, we find a similar technique but no evidence of stolen material. If Poulenc
truly didn’t borrow any material for his Rapsodie nègre, then can his style be isolated from
others? Are there unique “Poulencisms” that we can identify in works similar to techniques
employed by Stravinsky, Debussy, or other contemporary composers?
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Poulenc’s Eclecticism

Perhaps the critics are right. Rorem goes on to say:
Take Chopin’s dominant sevenths, Ravel’s major sevenths, Fauré’s straight triads,
Debussy’s minor ninths, Mussorgsky’s augmented fourths. Filter them, as Satie
did, through the added sixth chords of vaudeville [which the French called “le
music hall”], blending a pint of Couperin with a quart of Stravinsky, and you get
the harmony of Poulenc (Rorem, “LIES” 12).
Instead of seeking quotations from other composers in Poulenc’s music, it may be more
satisfying to recognize how he combines the styles and well-known techniques of others into
something new and something undeniably “Poulenc.”
In this study, we’ve isolated a number of techniques employed in Rapsodie nègre
including tone clusters, pentatonic scales and ostinati. How does Poulenc create his harmony
combining seemingly disparate techniques? Daniel describes the technique Poulenc used in
Rapsodie nègre as “cellular writing” defined as a “one- or two-measure motive (melodic or
harmonic) which is immediately repeated before giving way to the next idea.” He also
attributes the technique to Poulenc’s influences: Stravinsky, Satie as an “anti-Romantic
structuring device” or from Moussorgsky or Debussy. Cellular writing involves “self- sufficient
motives rather than fragments of larger things lending to stacking chords and motives vs.
developing them” (59).
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In an early analysis of Les Six, Paul Rosenfeld characterizes the unique style of each
composer in his remarks from 1921:
… His [Poulenc’s] music makes one represent him to oneself as a child playing
gleefully with toys; chuckling and grinning and holding up objects to show them
to the elders, and throwing them exuberantly about the nursery. He is gentle,
amiable, and devoid of the cruel mockery which makes its appearance in
Milhaud at times, and in Auric often. He comes out of “Petrushka”; but he has
added Gallic salt and coolth to the playfulness of Strawinsky [sic]. He writes
sophisticatedly childish tunes for the piano; rhythms repeated over and over
again as the improvisations of children sometimes are; “perpetual movements,”
but subtly varied, subtly prevented from becoming monotonous. There is no one
so simple or so complex, so young or so old, who would not smile with pleasure
at hearing Poulenc’s little gamineries (Schmidt 76).
Rosenfeld’s analysis supports Daniel here. In Example 12, Poulenc utilizes four different
motives. Motive 1 is a rapidly moving ostinato and then introduces a rhythmic pulse in Motive 2
(both motives were discussed in the ostinato chapter). Motive 3a/3b repeats throughout the
piece. Motive 4 outlines an Augmented F triad. This example exemplifies Poulenc’s utilization of
cellular construction, combining multiple disparate compositional techniques without
development through layering each motive.
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Example 12. Rapsodie nègre - II. Ronde, mm. 6-15

Example 13 employs the same cellular construction with motives 1 and 2a/b. In this
example, complex harmonies start to materialize when motives 1 and 2 are combined. Notice in
measure 1, the Eb in the L.H. piano (motive 1) combines with the other voices (motive 2a) to
complete the cm chord. In both motives 1 and 2, the third of each chord is omitted. Poulenc
26

employed a similar chord spelling in measure 3 where the L.H. piano (motive 1) strikes an Ab
which completes the fm chord voiced in motive 2. Poulenc’s unique harmony starts to emerge
where motives overlap. Admittedly, chord spellings obtained through analyzing droning ostinati
against a melody may be a stretch, but the tonal center (Cm) is supported in this case through
the juxtaposition of these motives. The ambiguity added to motive 1 with M9ths appearing on
each chord is another frequent technique Poulenc used in his early compositions which adds to
the color of the harmony as well as making vertical analysis of the chords more complex (Daniel
75).
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Example 13. Rapsodie nègre - I. Prélude, mm. 1-7

28

What is of interest here is how Poulenc “heard” these sonorities. Was he thinking in
stacked intervals or extended harmonies? Was he familiar with the sound of early 20th century
jazz sonorities? Poulenc’s harmony merits more study, particularly a survey of his early
harmonies vs. those in later periods. Rapsodie nègre is an important work for analysis of his
early harmonies as it employed many techniques of Stravinsky and other composers, while at
the same time creating a characteristically-Poulenc harmonic vocabulary. As time progresses,
the blatant influence of other composers becomes less apparent while Poulenc’s harmonic
language continues to advance. Through additional analysis, Poulenc’s style would undoubtedly
continue to surface as the effortless juxtaposition of seemingly disparate techniques into
something fresh and unique.
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Conclusion

In this study, Poulenc is described as an eclectic composer with a unique style. Growing
up in Paris with his talent for absorbing and appropriating new compositional techniques was
key to developing his unique style. “Paris in the twenties … embraced all the fads of the roaring
decade---music hall, American jazz, sport and leisure culture, machine noises, technologies of
gramophone and radio, musical corollaries to Cubism, Futurism, Dadaism, Simultaneism, and
Surrealism” (Ross, 108). Poulenc had a front-row seat to the artistic, literary and musical scenes
of the time. Ross goes on to describe Paris salons, “The virtue of salon culture was that it
illuminated connections among the arts; young composers could exchange ideas with likeminded painters, poets, playwrights, and jack-of-all-trades like Cocteau” (109). Poulenc’s fast
rise from amateur composer and performer to a member of Les Six is owed a great deal to
being in the right place at the right time. His earliest compositions gained venues and audiences
of influential people.
In terms of proving Poulenc’s possible borrowing of harmonies, thematic material, styles
and rhythms in his first published musical work, Rapsodie nègre, I would conclude that Poulenc
certainly borrowed styles and thematic material but these borrowings were transformed by
Poulenc into something wholly different than the source material. Poulenc is original, even if
clearly influenced by his contemporaries. Although looking for definitive evidence of borrowing
is an intriguing study, the true draw to Poulenc’s music is its ability to weave the sounds and
techniques of contemporary movements into his compositions. A study of his entire oeuvre
might show the ebb and flow of popular musical styles throughout the twentieth-century.
30

Even Ned Rorem, who was famous for being flabbergasted by Poulenc, couldn’t criticize
Poulenc without some semblance of fascination. Rorem’s full quote from “LIES: A Diary, 19861999” reads:
Poulenc never penned an original note: every measure can be traced to Chopin,
or Mussorgsky, or Ravel, or Stravinsky, or even Fauré whom he reviled… Yet
every measure can be instantly identified as sheer Poulenc, by that mad touch of
personal chutzpah that no critic can define (“Monologue” 15).
Was Stravinsky one of the most influential composers for Poulenc? Poulenc addresses
his relationship with Stravinsky best in one of his final radio interviews with Stephane Audel in
1963, “Ah, yes, if Stravinsky had not existed, would I have written music? All I can tell you is
that I consider myself a son, the type of son he could certainly disown, but in fact a spiritual son
of Stravinsky” (Daniel 25). Poulenc also conceded “I know perfectly well that I’m not one of
those composers who have made harmonic innovations...but I think there’s room for new
music which doesn’t mind using other people’s chords. Wasn’t that the case with MozartSchubert?” (Groves 167).
Poulenc wished for his music to remain spontaneous, instinctive and heartfelt. He
believed that by tagging compositional techniques and labels on a composer, the music lost its
emotion and meaning. Although analysis is necessary, it shows clearly that Poulenc’s approach
to music was simple and efficient. He approached composing music as a craft instead of as an
art (Daniel 99).
In the end, Poulenc said it best: “Above all, don’t analyze my music … love it!”
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